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Abstract
The objective of this paper is to consider some issues of MRC, which is an 
important actor in the Mekong River basin, and to command the future relation 
between upper China and four lower countries over water resources of the Mekong 
River. First, this paper reviews the past development of MRC’s programs and 
relation between China. and MRC Second, this article clarifies the difference 
between two IWRM approaches and some issues on water resources management by 
MRC. As for two kinds of IWRM approaches, one is emphasized by MRC as a basis of 
programs, and the other has been argued academically. The issue on MRC is the 
necessity of the unified management of the Mekong River basin, and namely of the 
integration of China into water resources management. Finally, this paper considers 
the relationship between China and lower countries over water resources of the 
Mekong River in terms of international relation theories. This article also presents 
the vision of water resources management of the Mekong River basin.
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1. Introduction
Celebrating the 15th anniversary of the establishment of Mekong River 
Commission (MRC）, the first MRC Summit was held in Hua Hin, Thailand on April 
5th, 2010. It was focused on whether four MRC countries in lower Mekong basin 
would include the phrase requiring the limitation to dam construction into the MRC 
Hua Hin Declaration. As a result, such a strong phrase was not only included in the 
Declaration (The Yomiuri Shimbun, 2010), but it just declared that MRC should 
enhance and strengthen the working relationship with Dialogue Partners, and it 
welcome and call other Riparian States to join the MRC （MRC, 2010）１）.
Such an antiphony between MRC and China like that has resulted in some 
dispute about dam construction on the mainstream of the Mekong River. MRC, 
which was established in 1995, is an international commission for the basin 
management of the Mekong River. Since its foundation, MRC has strongly 
adopted the Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) approach and 
aspired to the management integrating water-related areas such as fishery, 
navigation, tourism, and so on. However, MRC has failed to realize dam construction 
on the mainstream of the Mekong River in the basin development forming the 
backbone of those areas. On the other hand, in the Yunnan Province located in the 
upstream of the Mekong River, as Chinese government has already built and 
operated hydropower dams, four lower countries of MRC are reinforcing concerns 
about impacts on environment, fishery, and ecology from them.
In addition, during this past 15 years from MRC establishment, the 
international circumstances in this region has changed dramatically as China 
became powerful because of its rapidly growing economy, and the countries of the 
lower Mekong River basin has begun to develop economically. Therefore, under 
this situation that these riparian countries considerably evolved together with 
economic growth, it is now especially required to reconsider that the relationship 
with China, which became more influential due to high economical development, 
and countries of the lower Mekong River. As for the utilization of water resources, 
while China wants to promote more hydropower dams, MRC countries are eager 
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to realize dam construction on the mainstream of the Mekong River, to which they 
have long aspired. The directions of both axes to grind are noteworthy.
The objective of this paper is to consider some issues of MRC, which is an 
important actor in the Mekong River basin, and to command the future relation 
between upper China and four lower countries over water resources of the 
Mekong River. First, this paper reviews the past development of MRC’s programs 
and relation between China. Second, this article clarifies the difference between 
two kinds of IWRM approaches and some issues on water resources management 
of MRC. As for two IWRM approaches, one is emphasized by MRC as a basis of 
programs, and the other has been argued academically. The issue on MRC is the 
necessity of the unified management of the Mekong River basin, and namely of 
the integration of China into water resources management. Finally, this paper 
considers the relationship between China and lower countries over water 
resources of the Mekong River in terms of international relation theories. This 
article also presents the vision of water resources management of the Mekong 
River.
2. The transition of water resources management of MRC and the 
relation with China
2.1. The overview of MRC structure and the transition of water resources 
management
On April 5th, 1995, MRC was established on the basis of ‘the Agreement on 
the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin’ (the 
1995 Agreement) among the governments of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and 
Viet Nam.
The two upper states of the Mekong River Basin, China and Myanmar, were 
decided to become dialogue partners of the MRC. The Secretariat at that time was 
located at the building of United Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) in Bangkok, Thailand like former Mekong 
Committee２） (Yamatodani, 1993: 199).
MRC consists of three permanent organizations such as Council, Joint 
Committee, and Secretariat. The Council is organized by ministerial level, and in 
charge of policy and decision making. The Joint Committee is organized by vice-
ministerial and director-general level, and in charge of policy implementation. 
The Secretariat is in charge of practical business.
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The 1995 Agreement consists of six chapters and 42 articles. The Article 1 in 
Chapter III ‘Objectives and Principles of Cooperation’ lists ‘irrigation, hydro-
power, navigation, flood control, fisheries, timber floating, recreation and tourism’ 
as ‘Areas of Cooperation’, and “supposes comprehensive river basin development 
targeting wide-range areas” (Kasai, 2003: 207). Besides, in Article 2, to promote, 
support, cooperate and coordinate in the development of the full potential of 
sustainable benefits to all riparian States and the prevention of wasteful use of 
Mekong River Basin waters, with emphasis and preference on joint and/or basin-
wide development projects and basin programs through the formulation of a basin 
development plan (BDP)３）.
BDP drew attention as the program MRC tried in order to control member 
states and lead sustainable water resources development. However, since the first 
sub-committee was held in June, 1995, no remarkable outcome had not been 
found until the organizational reform of overall MRC was conducted (MRC, 2006a: 
7)。
Although MRC forwarded the development in perspective of the overall basin 
under the 1995 Agreement, that was at variance with reality. As it was at the 
center of the actual MRC activities to enumerate the development subjects of 
member states, MRC became just ‘reception’ of the support for development 
projects of each member states, and MRC became only involved in the 
implementation of each national project. On the other hand, donors lost 
confidence toward MRC, and got to support those states directly, not by way of 
MRC. Therefore, the presence of MRC was considerably lost (Yamakage、2003a: 
60 – 61).
Consequently, MRC moved the Secretariat to Phnom Penh, the capital of 
Cambodia, and MRC clarif ied that its objective was not the project 
implementation but basin management, advancing extensive reform from 1998 
through 1999. In 1998, MRC formulated “New Directions: New Strategies 1999–
2003”, created Vision and Mission as below (MRC, 2003: 5), and aimed at 
unification of will and activation inside the organization by clarifying the vision 
and the mission to fulfill.
・ VISION for the Mekong River Basin
 An economically prosperous, socially just and environmentally sound Mekong River 
Basin
・ VISION for the Mekong River Commission
 A world class, financially secure, International River Basin Organisation serving the 
Mekong countries to achieve the basin Vision
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・MISSION of the Mekong River Commission
 To promote and coordinate sustainable management and development of water and 
related resources for the countries’ mutual benefit and the people’s well-being
In addition, revising it until the end of 2000, MRC finally formulated 
“Strategic Plan 2001 – 2005”. After this, MRC came to draw up Work Program 
consistent with a five-year plan every year. In this Strategic Plan, MRC adopted 
program approach, and categorized three programs, such as Core Program (BDP/
Water Utilization Program/Environment), Support Program (Capacity Building 
Development), and Sector Program (Fishery/Agriculture, Irrigation, and Forestry/
Water Resources and Supply/Navigation) (MRC, 2003: 3 – 4). This categorization 
clarified the priority of MRC programs. In other words, MRC aimed at 
compartmentalization from other programs by setting water resources 
development and management, the initial operation of MRC, as ‘Core’ program.
As the achievements of this five-year plan, MRC mentioned the numerous 
achievements in the core, sector and support programs, the development of a solid 
basis for the identification of appropriate development projects and programs for 
the member states to promote for funding and implementation, and the further 
formulation of a joint Basin Development Plan and its implementation through 
the Mekong Programme (MRC, 2006b: 3 – 4). On the other hand, MRC pointed out 
some issues by itself. The biggest issue was the situation that MRC couldn’t avoid 
the overlap of activities of other development partners and supplement them 
because MRC had some limitation in additional value and capacity, comparing to 
them. Furthermore, MRC also pointed out that it had not achieved visible 
outcomes in respect to poverty reduction through sustainable development４）. The 
present five-year plan “Strategic Plan 2006 – 2010” was newly formulated, 
reflecting these self-assessments mentioned above.
2.2. Five-year Strategic Plan 2006 ‒ 2010
In May, 2005, MRC started to prepare for “Strategic Plan 2006 – 2010” drawn 
up in 2006. For around a year, various actors argued about it again and again in 
national consultations among the four countries, donor meeting, stakeholder 
meeting, and so on. Finally on August 30th, 2006, the Joint Committee approved 
the final plan.
MRC formulated the principles and approaches on the operation of the whole 
organization during the strategic period from 2006 to 2010 as shown in Table 
1.On the basis of self assessment of “Strategic Plan 2001 – 2005”, it was inferred 
that MRC aimed the differentiation with other development partners, adding 
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more values to past activities through the strength of finance and capacity 
building. Promoting stakeholder participation and public information, MRC tried 
to appeal challenges toward poverty reduction. Moreover, MRC created some goals 
to achieve by 2010 as follows (MRC, 2006b: ix);
・  Being acknowledged as a leading International River Basin Organisation 
operating by the best practice principles of sustainable development and 
management of the basin’s resources and in organizational processes and 
practices.
・  Being accepted as a ‘centre of excellence’ for information and knowledge 
backed by excellent analytical and management systems pertaining to the 
water-related and environmental resources of the basin.
・  Compiling a list of feasible and justifiable development projects that reflect 
the social and environmental aspirations of the riparian countries, and 
grouping priority projects into a basin-wide Mekong Programme.
・  Building awareness and understanding throughout the basin of the MRC 
as a world-class International River Basin Organisation that contributes 
to poverty alleviation and sustainable development.
In “Strategic Plan 2006 – 2010”, MRC has abolished three categorizations of 
Core/Support/Sector Program on the basis of ‘Program Coordination’ shown in 
Table 1 as MRC annihilated program approach. This was for abolishing an evil of 
sectionalism from three categorizations, and MRC aimed at stronger integration 
among programs after the principle of ‘Program Coordination’ and IWRM in the 
new Strategic Plan. Concretely speaking, 12 programs has been formulated such 
as BDP/ Environment/ Information and Knowledge Management/ Integrated 
Capacity Building/ Water Utilization/ Flood Management and Mitigation/ 
Drought Management/ Agriculture, Irrigation, and Forestry/ Navigation/ 
Hydropower/ Fishery/ Tourism, and in particular, BDP plays a core role as shown 
in Figure 1. Each program got to develop ‘work plan’ for each year in the annual 
Work Program and makes an effort to product some specific outcomes.
The summary of each program is shown in Table 2. Though details of each 
program are not referred here, some programs which have been already 
completed or developed into the next phase can be seen. For that reason, MRC 
seems to be mature steadily as the organization in charge of the management of 
water and related resources of the Mekong River. However, while MRC moves 
forward the management of the Lower Mekong River basin, MRC has some 
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difficulties in the relationship with China, upstream of the Mekong River.
2.3. Relationship between MRC and China
As China is located in the upstream of the Mekong River, and becomes a 
major power economically and geographically, it influences countries in the Lower 
Mekong River basin gradually. A lot of products are exported from China, and 
Chinese private companies are investing a lot of funding for infrastructure.
MRC also can not ignore the presence of China. While, in 1960’s and 70’s 
before foundation of MRC, development of the Lower Mekong River basin became 
diminished, China has already planned development on the mainstream in 
Yunnan Province. The main part of the development of the Mekong River in 
China was hydropower, and concrete projects consisted of construction of dams 
and hydropower plants. In detail, China has planned to build 14 dams for 
approximately 1,200 km as a distance and 1,800 meters as difference of elevation, 
and supply about 11 billion kwh per year. Four hydropower dams are now 
operational (K. Onishi, 2008: 202 – 203), and 12 more dams are in the planning 
stage (Financial Times, 2010). MRC and four downstream countries are strongly 
concerning about some impacts on environment, agriculture, and fisheries from 
them.
However, because MRC can not deal with Chinese movements mentioned 
above at all, as mentioned in 2. 2. China belongs to MRC as not a member state 
but a dialogue partner. Presently, China is not intended to join in MRC although 
China has kept attending all the MRC meetings since the Working Group for 
MRC foundation in 1995 (Kasai, 2003: 207).
As that background, China seems to avoid the restriction from ‘Mekong 
Spirit’. It was agreed when the former Mekong Committee was established, and it 
indicates the principle of ‘conducting the development on the mainstream of the 
Mekong River under the agreement of all four riparian countries’ (Yamakage, 
2003a: 56). If China on the upstream joined in MRC, China would need agreement 
of lower countries in order to build dams on the mainstream of the Mekong River.
As mentioned above, MRC has progressed water resources management in 
the Lower Mekong River basin. However, MRC is facing the new phase dealing 
with the external relation from the reason China strongly promotes dam 
construction.
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3. Issues on water resources management of MRC
MRC has considerably depended on IWRM approach in carrying out water 
resources management policies. This chapter considers what IWRM approach is 
like, how it is involved in MRC policies, and what kind of issues MRC has.
3.1. Review of IWRM
Though IWRM approach has become an international mainstream of recent 
water resources management, historically, the direction of water resources 
development had changed from flood control to water utilization in order to meet 
the electronic demands in rapid economic growth after World War II. However, 
environmental and social friendliness in water resources development got to be 
required as some problems like impacts on ecology and displacement of residents 
had occurred because of the construction of large scale hydropower dams. That’s 
why various factors have been integrated into water resources management.
However, there are no certain ideas about what should be integrated into 
IWRM. For instance, Nakayama mentions about IWRM on the Mekong River that 
some unified institutions managing river basins should be established and refers 
as ‘management integrating whole basins’ (Nakayama, 1997: 17). As a similar 
point of view, IWRM indicates the integration of organizations and governance, 
such as, the integration of vertically-segmented administrative system and the 
one integrating diverse stakeholders like civil society and NPO/NGO (Miyoshi, 
2007: 153–189). On the other hand, Ohta insists that at least five integrations 
should be necessary. In detail, he interprets IWRM as ‘integration of water 
circulation, water environment, basin, organizations’, listing 1) integrated 
management of every circulating water course (surface water course, 
underground water course, and artificial water course), 2) integrated 
management of water quantity, quality, and space, 3) integrated management of 
flood control, water utilization, and water environment, 4) integrated 
management of land use in basin areas affecting water circulation, 5) integrated 
management of administrative agencies in basin areas and every water-related 
one (Ohta, 2001: 31).
On the basis of arguments above, difference among ideas of IWRM depends 
on factors to be integrated into IWRM. In this regard, N.S. Grigg mentions that 
IWRM has four perspectives such as 1) related political and administrative 
agencies, 2) geographical segmentation, 3) objectives of water utilization, 4) 
conservation of nature and ecology. He also insists that the balance among four 
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points be important. He explains that the fifth point is, as the basis of them above, 
inter-disciplinary perspective integrating knowledges on technology, law, finance, 
economics, politics, sociology, bioscience, mathematics, and so on (N. S. Grigg, 
1996: 18）. Other than that, O. Varris shows factors to be integrated into IWRM 
as Figure 2.
Generalizing those arguments above, factors to be integrated into IWRM 
seem to be organized as follows (Hamasaki, 2009: 89);
・ Factor of water resources
- water quality/quantity, water supply/demand, circulation…
・ Factor of complicated issues
- sustainability, human rights, nature, global warming…
・ Factor of governance
- basin integration, public participation, partnership…
・ Factor of the sight from demand side
- accountability, transparency, fairness, effectiveness…
・ Factor of inter-disciplinary
- technology, law, political science, economics, sociology…
As a result, IWRM indicates that it is required to manage various factors 
related to water in multiple perspectives.
3.2. Issues on water resources management of MRC
Previous section reviews academic arguments on IWRM, but there are some 
questions about what IWRM MRC depends on is like, what the difference between 
two types of IWRM is, and what the problems are. On the basis of those 
considerations, some clues to analyze the relation between MRC and China seem 
to be found.
The IWRM in MRC activities relies on the definition by Global Water 
Partnership (GWP). That is as follows; 
a process that promotes the coordinated development and management of water, land and 
related resources, in order to maximise the resultant economic and social welfare in an 
equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems (GWP, 2000: 
22)
MRC reflects this definition into actual activities as shown in Figure 1.
However, on the basis of arguments of the previous section, management as 
the basin including not only mainstream but watersheds５） and participation 
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(=integration) to management by all stakeholders are required. In this regard, 
IWRM conducted by MRC is just only the one trying to integrate a variety of 
programs. Besides, as it is just only the Lower Mekong River basin MRC is 
managing, flow, quality, and utilization of the Mekong River in China and 
Myanmar are required to share. Even more, it is essential to manage the Mekong 
River including upstream, because a few dams are operative, and others are in 
the planning phase in China.
On the other hand, MRC has accelerated planning and investigation for dam 
construction on the mainstream since 2007, by introducing Mr. Jeremy Bird as 
CEO, who is a specialist on water resources management. Nowadays, eleven dams 
shown in Figure 3 are in the planning stage. In the future, adding dam 
construction plans progressed in China, a lot of dams might be built on the 
mainstream. In this regard, it is remarkable that integrated water resources 
management in the Mekong River basin including upstream is truly required.
However, MRC and its member states have to be said to be intimidated. The 
incident representing the relationship between China and MRC member states 
appeared in the MRC Summit held in Hua Hin, Thailand in April, 2010. In this 
dry season from the end of 2009 through 2010, most serious drought severely 
affected agriculture and citizens’ life in the Mekong River basin (New York Times, 
2010). As it was pointed out that this drought had resulted from the dam 
construction in the upstream, Yunnan Province of China, the leaders of member 
states were going to build in the phrase to require the restriction of dam 
construction toward China into the Hua Hin Declaration. On the other hand, 
Chinese government has consistently continued to deny the causal relation 
between this drought and dams, and complained to the contents of the 
Declaration. As a result of that, as leaders of the countries in Lower Mekong River 
concerned about degradation of relation with China, the requirement to restrict 
dam construction toward China was not included in the Declaration (Yomiuri 
Shimbun, 2010).
Generalizing this current status, while both China and MRC member states 
are eager to build dams on the mainstream of the Mekong River, because of the 
recent severe drought and decrease in flow, MRC member countries concerns 
about some impacts on the downstream from dam construction on the upstream 
in China. However, the structural outline was found like, due to the economic 
interdependence between China and MRC member states, they can not take hard-
line approach toward China.
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4. Consideration of water resources management in the Mekong 
River basin
In regard to the structural outline mentioned in the previous chapter, the 
relation between China and MRC can be foreseen. In the past studies, in the 
context of IWRM or governance in the Mekong River basin, so to speak, the 
international relation in the Mekong River has been often analyzed from the 
perspective of liberalism. This chapter tries to point out their limitation from 
realistic approach, and analyze from the point of view of realism. These two kinds 
of approach are thought to show new issues different from previous studies, and 
contribute to present the future vision. 
4.1. Consideration from theories related to international relation
There is still no clear definition about the concept of governance as it has 
been often used in various areas, and it involves diverse meanings６）. First of all, 
referring to some definitions about governance, its contents in this paper should 
be clarified.
The research on governance has been cranked-up in the arguments over 
global governance as a new international order in the 21st century, facing the 
downfall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. The research of 
Rosenau and Czempiel, which is one of representative examples, defined 
governance as ‘a political system functioning in a manner without centralized 
authority on some issues, including generally accepted regulations, social 
institution such as code, and regime establishing multi-lateral cooperative 
relationship in specific problem areas’, developing international regime theory 
(Rosenau and Czempiel, 1992). O. Young had the same idea as Rosenau and 
Czempiel, and defined governance as ‘designed activities leading interaction 
among actors defining the system of rules, decision making procedures, and 
societal practices, and participating that kind of practices’ (Young, 1997: 4). On 
the other hand, Commission on Global Governance, which was established in 
1992 with the full support of United Nations former Secretary-General Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali, argued on new international order in the 21st century, and defined 
‘Governance is the sum of many ways individuals and institutions, public and 
private, manage their common affairs. It is a continuing process through which 
conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and co-operative action 
taken’ (Commission on Global Governance, 1995: 4).
The argument on global governance as written above indicates not the 
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enforcement of the organization like aiming the foundation of World Federal 
Government, but the formulation of institutions like global governance. Based on 
the governance theory in international relations as written above, the 
relationship between MRC and China concerning about water resources of the 
Mekong River basin is considered here. China has been engaged in the basin 
management of the Mekong River in an informal manner of ‘Dialogue Partner’ 
under the 1995 Agreement, and tried to compromise gradually through some 
dialogues with MRC countries by providing MRC some information on water level 
during wet season. However, China has not shared more information during dry 
season７）, and finally provided part of the data on dams, complying with requests 
from Thailand (The Mainichi Newspapers, 2010). Therefore, dramatic progress in 
the relation between them regarding water resources can never be seen. 
Meanwhile, even if trying to formulate institutions fostering governance for 
sustainable utilization of water resources, it is estimated that China as upstream 
will strongly object to be restricted in the utilization of water resources of the Mekong 
River, having taken past Chinese position into consideration. Consequently, it can 
not be helped to say it will be difficult to build desirable relationship between 
MRC countries and China regarding water resources of the Mekong River on the 
basis of governance theory, unless China makes a big concession.
Other than governance theory, which is the liberal concept of international 
relations, how can the relation between them be considered from the different 
perspective? In perspective of realism in contrast to liberalism, it is the Greater 
China that MRC countries are facing, not just Yunnan Province located in the 
upstream of the Mekong River. That is why Greater China possesses immeasurable 
power８）, comparing with each MRC country, and it is hard to build the bi-lateral 
equal relationship. Furthermore, in perspective of realism, considering whether 
MRC countries and China can cooperate mutually or not, if nation states have an 
interest in relative gain, as Grieco insisted, in respect to the gain from water 
resources of the Mekong River, as Upper China is thought to get more than Lower 
MRC countries, cooperation among states is estimated to be difficult９）.
4.2. Prospects on water resources management in the Mekong River basin
This section indicates two prospects about how water resources management 
in the Mekong River basin should be progressed, concerning about the relation 
between MRC countries and China as written in 4.1.
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１）MRC Strategy toward China 
As mentioned in 4.1., each MRC country can never dialogue equally as 
Greater China, not just Yunnan Province as the upstream Mekong, possesses 
immeasurable power. Therefore, supposing the case that some environmental or 
social impacts will be concerned in the Mekong River because of dam 
construction, or the case that actual impacts will cause, MRC should consider the 
strategy about how it will tackle toward China. That means it is necessary for 
MRC to show some vision on the unified management integrating Upper China 
and Myanmar in addition to existing water resources management by lower four 
countries of the Mekong River basin. In order to realize that, it is expected for 
MRC to exert leadership.
２）Strong Solidarity among MRC member countries
In order to increase MRC’s influence toward China, as mentioned above, 
there is no meaning if member states, such as Lao PDR, Thailand, Cambodia, and 
Vietnam, have to reconcile their position toward China. Nevertheless, in the 
secretary level conference preceding the MRC Summit held in Hua Hin in 
Thailand in April, 2010, Thai executive went along with Chinese claim that it 
denied causal relation between dam construction and drawdown of the Mekong 
River, and Laos PDR and Cambodia, which are assisted by China, even avoided 
referring to dam causes (The Yomiuri Shimbun, 2010).
Four MRC member states are required to have long-term perspective of 
sustainable use of water resources of the Mekong River as well as pursue short-
term interest of their own economic development. Consequently, it is necessary for 
these four countries to cooperate closely, make circumstances to negotiate with 
China on an equal footing, and argue the management aiming at sustainable 
utilization of water resources of the Mekong River.
5. Conclusion
This article clarifies some issues on MRC’s water resources management 
policies based on MRC-oriented IWRM by reviewing them with a central focus on 
every-five-year Strategic Plan. In other word, while MRC’s organizational 
framework got mature as the commission managing the lower Mekong River 
basin, some conflict with China has appeared as an external issue.
Therefore, this paper reviews the IWRM concept in the academic perspective 
and defines the difference between IWRM in the activities of MRC and academic 
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one. As a result, this analysis finds the lack of the unified management of the 
Mekong River and the vision to integrate Upper China in the MRC-oriented 
IWRM.
On the basis of that, this research prospects future relationship among MRC, 
its member states, and China in perspective of liberalism and realism, which are 
two mainstreams in international relations theory. In perspective of liberalism, 
governance theory, which is one of the representative theories of international 
relations, explains that it is required not to enhance the MRC’s authorities, but to 
foster some institutions called governance in the Mekong River basin. However, as 
China is passive to disclose information on water resources to lower countries, 
and it has still been a dialogue partner of MRC, this article considers that, as a 
result, it can not be expected that China will not participate in those institutions 
which restrict its utilization of water resources. Meanwhile, from the state-central 
viewpoint of realism, China should be seen not as Yunnan Province, a part of it, 
but as Greater China, and it should be regarded that Greater China tries to exert 
an enormous influence to realize its national interests. On the contrast, MRC 
countries, which are the group of small countries, can not negotiate with China 
equally. In addition, due to pursue the relative gain, this article resulted in the 
finding that international cooperation between China and MRC countries seems 
to be difficult.
On the basis of those findings, as a prospect, this paper indicates the 
necessity to establish a unified basin management strategy integrating upper 
China and Myanmar and cooperate closely among MRC member states. It just so 
happens that MRC is carrying on the preparation for “Strategic Plan 2011 – 2015” 
by MRC Secretariat, which is the next five-year strategic plan. This new strategic 
plan assumes present four countries in the lower Mekong River basin, but it is 
expected that, in this strategic plan, long-term vision including upper China and 
Myanmar will be proposed, and larger-scale development vision of the Mekong 
River basin will be drawn.
Finally, MRC goes ahead with the formulation of the guideline in line with 
the Espoo Convention as an approach from international law although this article 
does not deal with that topic because of the difference in approach. The Espoo 
Convention is “the treaty regulated to be able to participate in the Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) procedure of other countries beyond borders in case 
that some transboundary environmental impact from development projects would 
be concerned” (Nakayama, 2010). This treaty was formulated by United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), and took effect in 1997. At the 
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current stage, the detail on the guideline formulated by MRC is not clear. 
However, if this guideline would be applied to not only four member countries but 
also China, lower MRC countries could participate in EIA procedures in case that 
it would be concerned that dam construction in Yunnan Province would influence 
lower countries. If so, that guideline would cause major impacts on dam 
construction in Yunnan Province in China. From now, paying attention to the way 
to the formulation of this guideline, it will be necessary to analyze water 
resources management from institutional approach, such as international law.
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Table 1.  Management principles and approaches during the 2006-2010 strategic period
principles approaches
programme coordination
a stronger integration of the various MRC programmes following an 
IWRM approach
sustainability
ownership
membership
a regular increase in member country contributions and a strengthened 
profile in the management and guidance of the MRC
building capacity of MRC staff the development of a Human Resources Strategy and policies
stakeholder participation
close communication and collaboration with civil society, NGOs and 
emerging River Basin Organisations
transparency and openness pro-active efforts in communication with the MRC’s stakeholders
integrating gender perspectives in 
MRC’s actions
the development and dissemination of comprehensive gender guidelines 
and policies
source: MRC (2006b: viii – ix)
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Table 2  Summary of MRC Programmes
title of programme summary
Basin Development Plan (BDP)
Phase 2 (BDP2) has been in progress since January 2007, and BDP 
aims to manage and develop water resources of the Mekong River basin 
for mutual benefits of basin countries in an integrated, sustainable, and 
fair manner.
Environmental Programme (EP)
EP consists of environmental monitoring and assessment, environment 
design support, people and aquatic ecosystems, environmental 
knowledge, and environmental flow management.
Information and Knowledge 
Management Programme
This programme consists of data exchange and sharing, information 
management, decision support framework, decision support systems, 
and capacity building and institutional strengthening.
Integrated Capacity Building 
Programme (ICBP)
For capacity building, ICBP provides various training, such as project 
management, information management and communication, and 
environmental governance, and promotes research coordination and 
gender mainstreaming.
Water Utilization Programme (WUP)
In water utilization of the basin, WUP formulated data exchange and 
sharing, monitoring, announcement and pre-arrangement and 
agreement, basin conservation, and various procedures for water 
quality, and ended in March, 20008.
Flood Management and Mitigation 
Programme (FMMP)
FMMP consists of establishment a regional flood center, mediation of 
transboundary f lood issues, f lood emergency management 
strengthening, and land management.
Drought Management Programme 
(DMP)
DMP manages extraordinary droughts and their impacts.
Agriculture, Irrigation, and Forestry 
Programme (AIFP)
AIFP consists of multi-functionality and improvement of irrigation 
effectiveness on paddy fields and challenge program on water and food.
Navigation Programme (NAP)
NAP consists of socio-economic analysis, regional waterborne transport 
planning, legal framework for cross-border navigation, traffic safety, 
and environmental sustainability.
Initiative on Sustainable Hydropower 
(ISH)
Since 2007, in order to promote dam development on the mainstream, 
ISH has been under preparation for implementation, discussing with 
other related programme.
Fisheries Programme (FP)
FP consists of fisheries ecology valuation, aquaculture of indigenous 
Mekong fish species, and fisheries management.
Tourism
This programme promotes water related tourism concerning 
environment.
source: Authors edited, referring to MRC Work Programme from 2003 through 2009.
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Figure 1.  Structure of MRC Programmes
source: MRC（2006b,  vii）
Figure 2.  Facet of IWRM
source: O. Varis (2008: 220)
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Figure 3.  Proposed and operational hydropower dams
on the Mainstream Mekong
source: MRC website (http://www.mrcmekong.org/ish/map.htm) accessed on July 10th, 2010.
